Summary. On 
Summary. On day 12 of pregnancy, 7 rats were injected with 2 ml of an anti-oestradiol antiserum a quantity capable of binding 2.4 4 g oestradiol. Seven further (control) rats were injected with an antiserum raised against human serum globulin. After sacrifice on day 21 of pregnancy, the fetuses from treated rats showed an increase in both placental weight (0.851 + 0.023 g, n = 98 vs 0.752 + 0.019 g, n = 97) and fetal weight (4.446 + 0.426 g, n = 98 vs 3.403 + 0.211 g, n = 97). There was no significant difference in protein, DNA and RNA contents between the fetuses from treated mothers and those from control mothers. This experiment confirms that oestrogens may play a role in fetal weight gain.
Introduction.
In the post-natal animal the major hormones stimulating growth are : growth hormone, thyroxine, insulin and the somatomedins. However, growth hormones have not been unequivocally shown to be associated with the growth of the fetus in utero (Jost, 1979 ; Spencer, 1986) . The thyroid gland does appear to have an effect on fetal growth, but the effects vary according to the species (Jost, 1979) .
Injections of oestradiol benzoate into pregnant rats cause a reduction in fetal growth (Kuhn, Bollen and Darras, 1982) . In contrast, bilateral oophrectomy of pregnant rabbits results in an increase in fetal weight (Abdul-Karim et al., 19711. ) .
Thus maternal levels of oestrogens may be important in regulating fetal growth.
In this paper we report the effect of immuno-neutralization of maternal plasma oestrogen levels on the growth of the fetal rat.
Materials and methods.
The experiments were performed with 14 pregnant Sprague-Dawley rats (seven treated and seven control). The (Land et al., 1982) . The antiserum showed 6-10 % cross reaction with estrone, but no significant cross-reaction with other steroids. Control mothers were given 2 ml of an antiserum raised in sheep against human serum globulin.
On day 21 the mothers were anaesthetised with an overdose of pentobarbitone sodium and the fetuses exposed by laparotomy and hysterotomy. The fetuses were delivered and weighed to an accuracy of ± 0.005 g. The fetal placentas were also weighed. The fetuses were killed, immediately frozen in liquid nitrogen and then stored at -30 °C.
Carcasses were later homogenised in water using a Silversson homogeniser and the content of DNA, RNA and protein in the homogenate were measured using standard methods (Abraham, Scaletta and Vaughan, 1972 ; Munro and Fleck, 1966 ; Wannemacher, Banks and Wunner, 1965 There is also the possibility that the effect on growth of the placenta and fetus is a result of the decreased maternal oestrogen levels causing changes in the production of progesterone and oestradiol from the placenta, as has been demonstrated in the baboon (Castracana and Goldzieher, 1986) . Furthermore, the role of placental lactogens in this phenomemon is unknown. Placental lactogens have been postulated as fetal growth promoting hormones and maternal oestrogens inhibit the secretion of placental lactogen in the rat (Robertson et al., 1984) . Thus it is possible that immuno-neutralization of maternal oestrogen may stimulate fetal growth through elevated placental lactogen release.
The ability of the placenta to transfer nutritients to the fetus is of central importance. The efficiency of placental transfer is related to both the size of the placenta and the blood flow through the placenta. It is clear from the results of this study that placental size is increased following immuno-neutralization of oestrogen in the mother, but the effect on placental function remains to be established.
The findings reported here may have important practical application. It is well known that in multiple births the larger sibling usually exhibits more rapid growth post-natally (McKeown and Record, 1953 ; McKeown, Marshall and Record, 1976 
